
 

TONE 

 Tone is defined as the writer’s or speaker’s attitude toward a subject. Identifying a writer’s tone is often key to 
figuring out his or her themes. 

 A reader’s ability to identify diction (word choice), details, imagery, language, and sentence structure all 
contribute to his or her understanding of the tone. 

  “Tone words” (the words we use to identify an author’s attitude) are adjectives. Attached is a list of potential 
tone words to provide you a basic “tone vocabulary.” This list is by no means complete, though; these words 
are merely suggestions to help you think about an author’s tone.  

 Tone can change throughout a piece of writing. The following are often clues that 
there has been a shift in the reading: 
 Transition words such as but, yet, nevertheless, however, although 
 Unusual punctuation marks like dashes 
 A noticeable division in the paragraph or stanza  
 A change in line, sentence, or stanza length 
 A sharp change in diction 

Basic elements of tone: 

There are five elements of a writer’s style that you should analyze when attempting to identify tone in writing: 
diction, imagery, details, language, and sentence structure (DIDLS). We’re just going to focus on detail, diction, and 
imagery. 

Details: Basically, details are what the writer chooses to include or omit. Imagine two 
mothers are talking to their teenage daughters about a trip the daughters are 
planning with her friends. They want to go downtown. One talks about Millennium 
Park, Navy Pier, shopping on North Michigan Avenue, the view from the Willis 
Tower. Another, however, describes homeless people begging for money, the foul 
alleys, the confusing public transportation system, and the expense of the entire 
trip. Based on what details each decides to include, what are their attitudes? 

Diction: Simply stated, diction is defined as word choice. What words does the writer use? 
What do those words mean? Most importantly, what is the connotation (the 
“feeling” associated with the word)? For example, compare “The father was angry 
with his daughter” to “The father was furious with his daughter.” Furious carries a 
“heavier” connotation and more accurately conveys the level of emotion involved. 
Consider the school hallways. One person could describe the hallways as a bustling 
community of students. Another person would say that the hallways are congested 
routes of frustration. What tone is implied by each? 

Imagery: Often called sensory imagery, this type of descriptive language appeals to the five 
senses to paint a vivid “picture” in the reader’s mind. That scene usually reveals a 
lot about the writer’s attitude. “The senior leaned casually against the cool, 
smooth wall of the freshmen hallway observing the bustling community of 
students passing before her. A subtle smile inched across her face as she watched 
the boys stride by attempting to look confident and cool so they could impress the 
girls who were walking behind them, trying not to get caught watching them. 
Moments later, she sighed wistfully, recalling her own days as a care-free 15-year 
old, as she watched girls strolling by giggling secrets to one another.” Conversely, 
“The senior scowled as she stomped her way through the hallways in the 400 wing 
of the building. Trying to get to her English class, she grumbled under her breath, 
muttering to herself that she’d love to rid her path of freshmen by shoving each 
and every one of them out of her way.” 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ACCUSATORY --charging of wrongdoing 
APATHETIC -- indifferent due to lack of energy 

or concern  
AWESTRUCK –full of solemn wonder  
BEMUSED—mildly amused, especially in a 

detached way 
BITTER- exhibiting strong animosity as a result 

of pain or grief 
CALLOUS –unfeeling, insensitive to feelings 
CAUSTIC-- intense use of sarcasm, stinging, 

biting 
COMPASSIONATE—having or showing 

sympathy or sorrow for another 
CONDESCENDING--having or showing a feeling 

of superiority 
CONTEMPLATIVE- studying, thinking reflecting 

on an issue 
CONTEMPTUOUS -- showing or expressing 

scorn or disdain 
CRITICAL- finding faults 
CYNICAL –questions the basic sincerity of people  
DEFIANT-boldly resisting or challenging 
DERISIVE –ridiculing, mocking  
DIDACTIC -- author attempts to educate or 

instruct the reader 
DISDAINFUL-scornful 
EARNEST --intense and sincere state of mind  
EBULLIENT—overflowing with enthusiasm or 

excitement 
EUPHORIC—intensely happy or confident 
FANCIFUL --using the imagination  

FORTHRIGHT – directly honest without 
hesitation  

HAUGHTY-- proud and vain to point of 
arrogance  

INDIGNANT –marked by anger 
JOVIAL- happy 
JUBILANT—showing great joy, satisfaction, or 

triumph 
JUDGMENTAL – authoritative and often critical 

opinion 
MALICIOUS-- purposely hurtful  
MATTER-OF-FACT-- accepting; not fanciful or 

emotional, to the point 
MOCKING – treating with contempt or ridicule 
MOROSE-- gloomy, sullen, surly, despondent 
OBJECTIVE- unbiased view 
OBSEQUIOUS – polite, obedient in hopes of gain 

or favor 
OPTIMISTIC-- hopeful; cheerful 
PATRONIZING-- air of condescension 
PESSIMISTIC--seeing the worst side of things 
REFLECTIVE-- given to, marked by, or concerned 

with meditation or deliberation 
REVERENT- treating subject with honor, respect 
RIDICULING-- slightly contemptuous banter 
SARCASTIC-- sneering, caustic 
SARDONIC-- scornfully and bitterly sarcastic 
SINCERE-- genuine; without deceit 
SOLEMN—serious, joyless formality 
ZEALOUS—extreme eagerness or belief in a 

person, cause, or ideal 
 

 

AP TONEWORDS 
***Note that these words are adjectives!!!!*** 

 When trying to decide what the tone is, start by asking yourself, is his attitude positive or 
negative. Once you’ve decided which, scan through the list of tone words, focusing on 
the ones that reflect the generic positive/negative attitude. 
 

 Many of the following words mean almost the same thing, so when choosing an 
appropriate tone word, consider the connotations of the word, and the nuances of the 
definitions.  

 


